IN THE epidemiological history of the Maltese Islands, plague plays a very conspicuous part. At least three major outbreaks of this disease are on record, i.e. in 1592-93, 1675-76 and 1813. This last epidemic lasted from May 1813 to February 1814. 1 The preventive measures adopted by the sanitary authorities of the time to stem the spread of the disease were the subject of a controversy that continued to engage the attention of the medical profession and of the British Government for many years after the cessation of the epidemic. 2 The aetiology of plague and its means of propagation were then completely unknown. Although the association of rodents with outbreaks of plague had been noted since Biblical times,3 no light had been cast on the connection between these animals and the appearance of the malady. In Malta the nearest approach linking plague with its animal reservoir was the observation made by 'an old resident practitioner' in 1813 that the disease 'seldom went upstairs';4 however, the real significance of this remark-that rats were more likely to inhabit cellars and groundfloors than the upper apartments of a house-escaped everyone. The causation of plague was not elucidated until the close of the nineteenth century when the plague bacillus was discovered in 1894. The suggestion that the rat was implicated and that the bacillus was transmitted from sick rodents to man by the bite of infected fleas was first made in 1897. 5 In the absence of such knowledge in 1813, medical men tried to explain the appearance and spread of plague by the theories of miasma and of contagion. The former attributed plague to the exhalations in the atmosphere arising from decaying matter and from marshes; and the latter, to a poison originating in man himself and carried from person to person by contact with his body or his personal belongings. The contagion theory held sway in Malta in 1813 and various objects were singled out as being dangerous fomites of the disease. The seeds of plague were believed to lurk not only in food and hairs but also in paper; indeed the employment of paper for wrapping purposes was specifically prohibited by government. The people were cautioned against the introduction of paper into their homes and instructed to fumigate it before touching it when its introduction could not be prevented. They were also enjoined to search for small scraps of paper among coffee beans, grains of sugar, etc., and to bum them after removing them with pincers from these foodstuffs.6
It appears that even important documents were burned to get rid of paper; in fact Dr. W. H. Burrell complained in 1854 of the want of military medical records concerning diseases among the troops stationed in the island in 1813 because 'like many public documents of the time, they were probably suspected and destroyed'.7 It is not surprising, therefore, that the use of paper as writing material, though not officially banned, was eschewed by some correspondents.8 275 Paul Cassar The fear of paper as a vehicle of plague persisted for many years afterwards so much so that an elaborate system for the disinfection of foreign mail was in operation at the Malta Lazzaretto where letters from abroad were picked up by means of iron forceps and then slit and fumigated in specially constructed cupboards. 9 In contrast to paper, wood was not considered to be an article susceptible to plague; it was, therefore, safe to handle and that was why pieces of wood were used as a writing medium during the epidemic. The existence of such wooden manuscripts seems to be unique to the Maltese Islands; however they had been totally forgotten until I happened to come across one of them in 1961 during my research work on the medical history of Malta. This discovery excited my curiosity as I had not met any evidence-literary or otherwise-pointing to the existence of such documents on wood. I set out to search for more and by the end of that year I had traced, in all, six such tablets an account of which has been given elsewhere.10 They consisted of: (1) a receipt dated 15 August, (2) a letter of 21 August, (3) a testament dated 9 September, (4) a power-of-attorney dated 19 September, (5) a letter of 5 October and (6) a receipt of 2 December 1813.
I have now found three other documents on wood belonging to the plague period. Like the previous ones they are written in Italian which was then the language of cultured people in Malta. They are: (1) The inhabitants of Zabbar village were in danger of being completely wiped out (by the plague) but thanks to the offerings they made to the Holy Virgin they were miraculously spared. It is said that the value of their gifts amounted to seven thousand 'scudi. ' As you are aware, we, at Zeitun, have been by the Grace of God quite free from the disease for a long time but the Parish Priest continues to expel from church anyone he finds there and has persisted in denying Holy Communion to those who ask for it. Indeed my sister and Catherine had to do an hour's walk to (the chapel of) Fort San Luciano to receive Holy Communion. GRAIN One of the gravest problems that Malta has had to face during its long history has been the provision of an adequate supply of food for its inhabitants. Bread has always been the staple article of diet of the Maltese but the quantity of wheat grown in an island of just over ninety-one square miles has never been sufficient to meet the needs of its population. As a way out, a municipal board was set up in medieval times to import and lay in a supply of corn equal to the wants of the inhabitants. Since the mid-sixteenth century the imported wheat was stored in underground pits or granaries excavated in the rock. Here the wheat was preserved for years without deteriorating. The granaries, which are still in use at the present day, contained not only the supply normally needed by the islanders but also reserve stocks that might have been required in the event of a siege. To prevent these stocks from falling into the hands of an invading enemy, the granaries were almost exclusively dug within the fortifications of Valleta and Floriana. During the 1813 epidemic all communication between Valletta and Floriana with the countryside was cut off to prevent the spread of the disease to the rural areas. This measure, however, hindered the transport of wheat from the granaries of Valletta and Floriana to the various villages where the reserves of wheat were limited. The depletion of these reserves became a source of concern to the countrypeople; hence the reference to the acquisition of wheat in the letter of Rev. F. Borg. The difficulty of supplying the villages was overcome by the erection, on the fortifications of Floriana, of a machine which delivered grain into the carts from the countryside without their entering Valletta One of the measures taken to prevent contact among the inhabitants was the closure of schools, the theatre and the law courts. The Bishop co-operated with the civil and sanitary authorities by exhorting the people to obey the quarantine regulations devised for their own safety and by warning them that by disregarding these regulations they were not only failing in the exercise of Christian Charity towards their neighbours but also incurring eternal damnation. On 24 May 1813 he issued a pastoral letter in which, after stating that plague was disseminated by 'contact and by crowds', he declared that in order to diminish intercourse among the inhabitants he had found himself faced with the 'hard necessity of closing the churches to the people'. However, he enjoined the faithful to assist in spirit, from the privacy of their homes, at the Sacrifice of the Mass which was celebrated at stated times in the parish churches.22 These circumstances explain why the Parish Priest of Zeitun would not allow anyone in his church. He was the Very Rev. Bartolomeo Sant who escaped the plague but fell a victim to cholera when this disease struck the island in epidemic proportions in 1837. 23 The churches were opened to the public towards the end of January 1814 when Sir Thomas Maitland directed that the 29 January 'be set apart as a day of solemn prayer and thanksgiving to Almighty God' in acknowledgement of 'the gracious interposition of Divine Providence in relieving these Islands from the dreadful calamity' of plague. The Bishop, too, ordered the celebration of a solemn Te Deum in the churches within his episcopal jurisdiction24.
